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THE LANCET.

LONDON, SATURDAY, MAY 27, 1848.

MEDICAL WITNESSES.-iN-AVAL ASSISTANT-SURGEONS.

AGAIN must we remind twelve thousand members of the Royal
College of Surgeons of England of what is their present posi-
tion with respect to the Parliamentary Medical Committee.
THERE ARE NO WITNESSES FR011i THOSE THOUSANDS OF MEMBERS;
whereas evidence has been taken from nearly all the medi-
cal corporations. The witnesses from the University and
Colleges of Dublin are now in London, and under examina-
tion before the committee. The amicable arrangement is

rapidly proceeding to a conclusion, and it is likely that
before the close of next month (June) a medical Re-

form Bill will be on the table of the House of Commons, and
that it will become a law in the present session of Parliament.
The "Confer ence" lias agreed that the Charter of the College
of Surgeons of 1843 shall remain " intact," and that its ob-
noxious provisions shall receive the sanction of the " Medical
Reform Act;" also that a College of General Practitioners
shall be established. Are the twelve thousand members of 1
the College of Surgeons satisfied with these proposals ? 1 If

they are NOT, where are the witnesses who will object to them
before the Parliamentary Committee ? 1 Wlcere, we repeat, are
the WITNESSES-the witnesses ? !

A curious state of things now exists in the medical depart-
ment of the navy. It has been asserted by public advertise-
ment, and we believe it to be perfectly correct, that there is
not at the present time a single candidate for the assistant-
surgeoncy in the Royal navy ! 1 Young medical men, even in
the present crowded state of the profession, hold aloof from
a post in which, after having completed their education, they
must sink to a lower condition than that they held as pupils
and students. Men recoil from a service in which they are
so degraded, that some commit suicide, others become

drunkards from despair, and all necessarily lower their

mental and professional status before they can reach the
level of their clerk and middy companions of the gun-room.
This is as it should be, and it is the most emphatic condem-
nation of the system that could possibly be pronounced.
Hereafter men may enter the navy, but it is plain it will be
those who are driven by want, or the absence of all prospects
ashore; and the navy, instead of having the best, will have the
worst of the young men who have completed their studies.
The present juncture is a natural and an inevitable result of’

the improper system against which the assistant-surgeons of
the navy have so long and so energetically protested. For

the last year, scarcely a week has passed without the publi-
cation in our pages of the bitter and indignant complaints of
these gentlemen. These letters have reached us from every
quarter of the globe, wherever a British ship of war or a
naval hospital exists. This is a convincing proof that there
are real and not imaginary grievances to be complained of.
In the last century, the surgeon’s mate on board ship was
generally a raw boy; he went to serve a kind of medical ap-
prenticeship under the full surgeon. Since that time the
education of the assistant-surgeons has been gradually and
enormously raised. He mU3t now be, perforce, an educated

gentleman, but he still gets the treatment of the old surgeon’s
mate. Hence the present collision between the profession
and the Admiralty.
What will be the issue? One of two things must happen.

Either ward-room rank must be granted to the assistant-
surgeons, or a lower class of men, with lower qualifications,
and less stringent examinations, must be admitted. It has,
we are told, been already proposed in the Admiralty to
lower the qualification. To this Sir W. BURNETT is under-

stood to be strenuously opposed. It would be equivalent to a.
degradation of the entire medical arm of the navy ; for if un-
qualified men were admitted, the ILD.s and others of high
education, who now serve as assistant-surgeons, would most
of them resign. This would by no means be for the benefit
of the navy. There is but one path which the Admiralty

, 

can honourably take in the present difficulty, and that is, to’
concede their just rank to the assistant-surgeons. Any other
course must deteriorate the health and organization of the

’ 

navy. If it be an objection to admit the word assistant into
the ward-room, why not abolish it altogether; let there be

first and second surgeons, and let there be no assistants. The

3 term is already absurd as applied to men of full professionaleducation. If justice be not done, the present difficulty, even
should it pass by, will return again and again until the
1 

Admiralty has conceded from necessity that which they
should concede at once from principles of justice.

ALL the medical parties to the recent events in University
College and University College Hospital have now spoken-
the students, at the annual meeting for the distribution of

prizes ; Professor CoopER, Air. MORTON, Dr. SnARPEY, Mr.
QUAIN, and Mr. STMB, in various letters and pamphlets ; and
the discussion has also been enlivened by the pens of nu-
merous anonymous writers whose communications we have

thought it right to admit. The profession will form its own
judgment upon this very disagreeable matter. The publica-
tions of Dr. SnARpET and Mr. QUAIN, (full abstracts of which
we publish,) repudiate in strong terms all unfair and direct
interference with the Council on the subjects complained of
in Mr. CoopER’s pamphlet.
The profession must have observed with much satisfaction,

that since the commencement of the present agitation the
Council have advertised for candidates to fill the post of As-

sistant-Surgeon, vacant since last year; and more recently,
candidates for the two chairs of surgery have been invited to

come forward. Had this step being taken on the demise of &pound;

Mr. LisTON, we verily believe that much of the present heart-
burning and commotion would have been prevented. If the

Council had thought it desirable, they might have indulged
in the appointment of Mr. SUIE as Surgeon and Clinical

Professor, and the same complaints could not have been
made of the steps taken to insure his election. If such had

been the policy, Mr. COOPER, however much he might have
disapproved of the decision, would have had his complaint
against the Council at large, and not against two of his
colleagues. Mr. some, on his part, would have accepted office
in a more satisfactory manner, fully understanding, before his
removal from Edinburgh, the nature of the duties required of
him, and thus he and his friends would have been spared
the pain of his summary resignation and return to the northern
metropolis.
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In making a public appeal to the profession for candidates
to fill the vacant offices, the Council of University College
have made a dignified acknowledgment of the just influence
of public opinion. In this act we observe a graceful submis-
sion to a power which all institutions claiming popular support
cannot afford to treat with either neglect or contempt. It is

a penance for the past and a promise for the future. We may
now fairly infer that the claims of the respective candidates
who are publicly invited to appear will be judiciously consi-
dered and impartially weighed in the balance, and that the
best qualified will prove to be the successful competitors for
the vacant offices.

A CASE was recently tried, or rather disposed of, at the
Central Criminal Court, which illustrates very forcibly the
want of a Medical Registration Bill. An individual named

"NicE," not a member of the profession, was indicted for
causing the death of a woman in childbirth by neglect and
want of skill. It appeared that after the birth of the child
he left the woman for five hours without removing the pla-
centa, or obtaining any further assistance, and the conse-
quence was, that she sank and died. Mr. Baron ALDERSON

interrupted the counsel for the prosecution in his address to
the jury, by a suggestion that it was of no use to proceed in
such a case unless 1nalafide and malo acto could be proved. It
was at once acknowledged that no criminal intent could be
proved by evidence, and the case fell to the ground. The

party accused was said to have attended thousands of women
in labour, and fifty or sixty matrons were waiting as witnesses
to testify to his skill and attention to themselves. The result

was, that Mr. NicE was immediately discharged.
NicE was not, it appeared, a medical man at all. He may

or he may not have possessed practical skill; yet not a word
is said about the criminality of a person who in such cases
could venture to undertake the management of dangerous cases
of childbirth without a previous professional education. The

law puts out her hands to him on precisely the same terms
as she would to her Majesty’s accoucheurs. The question of
qualification or ignorance is never once raised by the judge,
and probably never will be raised successfully in such cases in
the present state of the law. An idiot or a madman may with

perfect impunity administer medicines of a poisonous kind,
or may undertake the treatment of dangerous cases of

disease, so that he does but manage to keep clear of mala fide.
These things pass current, too, in the newspapers, without
note or comment. The poor may, if they please, sacrifice
themselves to the quack, and the quack may immolate his
victims, so that it be only with good intentions, or to fill his
own purse. But let a clergyman or a rich individual be killed
by a railway accident, and there is straightway the loudest
indignation excited by the public press and among the juries,
if any want of skill, care, or attention on the part of porters.
and policemen can be proved. A weekly servant is incar-
cerated, when death ensues from his unskilfulness; a person
taking the place of a medical man without qualification is
dismissed without reproof, whatever mischief may follow in
his path! The statute law can provide no remedy in such cases
if judges and juries act in utter defiance of the dictates of

humanity and the powerful indications of common sense. ’,
And we would ask-Is there one law for the ignorant quack
and another for the ignorant railway policeman or porter?

We answer, there is not! The discrepancy exists in the want
of sound judgment and knowledge in the persons who have
to administer the law. Mr. Baron ALDERSON is a highly gifted
individual-a most learned judge; but it is evident that that

department of the law which was called into action in the
case of NicB has not engaged any considerable portion of the
learned Baron’s attention.

UNIVERSITY COLLEGE AND HOSPITAL.&mdash;STATE-
MENT OF PROFESSOR SYME RESPECTING THE
CAUSES OF HIS RESIGNATION.

THE discussion which has taken place relative to the sur-gical appointments of University College having renderedit desirable that the circumstances of my connexion with the
institution should be distinctly understood, I beg to offer the
following statement:-
When the chair of clinical surgery became vacant, in the

month of November last, urgent representations were made
to me, on the part of the college, that it would promote the
welfare of the establishment, and extend my own sphere of
usefulness, were I to take the places which the death of Mr.
Liston had rendered vacant in the hospital and school. Upon
inquiring into the particulars of this position, I learned that
the professor of clinical surgery had received annually a fixed
sum from the college, and that, in consideration of assisting
the professor of systematic surgery to the extent of nearly a
half of the course, including the operative part, he had re-
ceived from that gentleman a sum of about the same amount.
It was intimated to me that I might rely upon a similar
arrangement either with Mr. Cooper or his successor, and
although the pecuniary temptation thus held out was not
very strong, being much less than the emolument derived
from my chair in Edinburgh, I nevertheless signified my
willingness to accept the invitation. I did so in the per-
suasion that the position which I held in Edinburgh would
render the transference of my services to University College
acceptable to all parties interested in the school; also that
Mr. Cooper would accept from me the assistance which Mr.
Liston had given him, and which I should have been happy
to render with the respect due to his years and labours for
the profession. I further expected, that in the event of Mr.
Cooper’s retirement, the council would provide a successor
able to teach the general doctrines of surgical pathology with
credit to the school, and willing to allow my co-operation in
those departments of the course which, as a practical surgeon,
I might undertake with the prospect of most benefit to the
students, and least exertion to myself.

Having been pressed to enter upon my new duties with the
least possible delay, I broke through the ties binding me to
Edinburgh, and on the 14th of February took charge of the
wards assigned to my department in the North London
Hospital, where I immediately commenced the system of
clinical instruction that I had been accustomed to pursue.
The respectful attention and polite demeanour of the gentle-
men whom it was my privilege to address merit my grateful
acknowledgment, and the interest displayed by them in cases-
more fruitful of useful lessons than striking as subjects of
operation, afforded the greatest encouragement to hope, that
if time and circumstances should permit the advantages
attending this mode of teaching to be fully developed, it
would constitute a feature of no small importance in the
London schools of surgery.
Understanding that the operative part of the systematic

course was given in the month of March, I intimated to a
gentleman conversant with the arrangements of the college
that I was prepared for this part also of the duty intended
for me, but was told, that as Mr. Cooper had been allowed to
select assistance for the course in progress, there was no pre-
sent occasion for my services in this department. An uneasy
foreboding which was then excited, that some difficulty might
be experienced in obtaining peaceable possession of the place
that had been held out to me, before long became strength-
ened by the report which I accidentally heard, that Mr.
Cooper had resigned his chair. Soon after this I was re-
quested to confer with a committee of the council in regard
to supplying the vacant chair; and being then asked, without
reference to the colleague with whom I might probably be
associated, to state what portion of the course I was willing to
undertake, I mentioned the operative part, with some depart-
ments of surgical pathology most directly bearing upon its


